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A preferred vision for administering elementary schools : a reflective essay
Abstract
Each day, various sources of input develop innovative ideas that could have a positive impact on
education, and it is vital that all professional members of education listen to the ideas that are produced
and reflect on them. Educators make these contributions by keeping an open mind and maximizing
opportunities for children to grow socially and academically through positive experiences during their
lives.
In education, we are preparing young people to practice life skills effectively in order to make a
community a safe, pleasant place for everybody to live. As an administrator, I hope to serve as an
educational leader who influences others to become lifelong learners and work cooperatively to achieve
individual and group goals that are set in order to affect positive growth throughout an entire learning
community.
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Throughout my beginning stages of teaching and administrative courses
and practicum experiences, I have maintained the attitude that educators must
continue to have an open mind to all ideas that are brought into discussions about
education. Each day, various sources of input develop innovative ideas that could
have a positive impact on education, and it is vital that all professional members
of education listen to the ideas that are produced and reflect on them. I am a part
of education, because I want to have a positive influence on the way our society
functions, ranging from local to the global community. Educators make these
contributions by keeping an open mind and maximizing opportunities for children
to grow socially and academically through positive experiences during their lives.
While forming a general philosophy on education in my undergraduate
study, I underestimated the amount of flexibility needed in order to meet the
needs of each child in the classroom and give all children valuable learning
experiences. I quickly adapted my teaching philosophy from extremely structured
to somewhat flexible during my first year of teaching. Since my first year of
teaching, I have exposed myself to several theories and participated in a variety of
workshops during the continuous revision of my philosophy of education. I have
grown more comfortable with accepting new ideas and continuously alter my
philosophy of education after reflection on those experiences as well as daily
classroom and administrative experiences. Various pieces of literature,
workshops, and experiences at school have all contributed to my philosophy of
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education, which will continue to develop throughout my professional career in
education.
I was fortunate to be hired as a first year teacher at Garfield Elementary
School in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. Pat Wilson, the principal, recommended I attend a
workshop the summer before I began my teaching career in order to come to
Garfield with a clear understanding of the school's vision. Pat rationalized her
decision to provide this opportunity to me in an interview quoting, "I thought the
experience would be valuable to you personally as well as the positive long term
effects on the entire Garfield staff."(P.E. Wilson, personal communication,
September 24, 1989) The summer workshop influenced my philosophy of
education greatly and made my transition from student to teacher very pleasant.
Barbara Pedersen led the workshop titled "Celebrating Our Tapestry of Talents".

It related closely to the Garfield staffs adoption of a conglomeration of models,
which includes brain-based learning, integrated thematic instruction, and teaching
to the multiple intelligences.
The weeklong workshop began with a written quote by Carl D. Glickman.
He stated, "A 'good school' ... 'a successful organization that strives to realize the
higher values involved in preparing productive citizens for a democracy"'
(Pedersen, 1997, p. 12), which stimulates continuous reflection on how an
organization such as a public educational institution can best prepare its students
for life after school. The workshop helped me reflect and figure out what my role
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my role was as a teacher in order to make Garfield a place that prepares people to
be effective citizens in our society. When I revisit Mr. Glickman' s quote, I reflect
on my role in the organization of which I belong. My role has changed throughout
the years considering I have changed schools, grade levels, curricular areas and
involvement in committees along with roles I have filled as an instructional and
team leader. I continuously reflect on situations from the perspective of an
administrator as well as a teacher.
The workshop showed me ways to build a strong community in the
classroom and have clear expectations that would motivate students to achieve
social and academic goals that were set for them as individuals and a team. As an
administrator, these same concepts can be applied to an entire school in
comparison to one classroom. During the workshop, we were encouraged to use a
model that includes five lifelong guidelines and several life skills. The lifelong
guidelines we used at Garfield were the following: Personal Best, Be Truthful, Be
Trustworthy, Active Listening, and No Put Downs. The life skills we discussed
and practiced daily were caring, sense of humor, respect, responsibility,
friendship, patience, integrity, organization, curiosity, effort, problem solving,
common sense, initiative, flexibility, cooperation, perseverance, and timeliness
(Pedersen, 1997). These guidelines and skills set clear expectations that provided
consistency for all students and staff at Garfield. They also enabled the staff,
students, and parents to use the same terminology with behavior management
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issues in and out of school. The Fall 1999 Curriculum Update stresses the
importance of educators making the social climate at their schools healthy and
supportive of all in order for students to make appropriate academic achievement
(Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1999 4). These
guidelines and skills gave Garfield Elementary School's community a strong
foundation and taught students important skills that are needed in order to be
effective citizens in our society and achieve academic objectives. Several
research studies support the theories that have contributed to my philosophical
beliefs on educational leadership.
Brain-based Learning
Brain-based learning has become a key component of my philosophy of
education. A great deal of progress has been made with understanding the
anatomy and functions of the human brain in recent years. Several studies have
revealed interesting discoveries concerning the development of the human brain
that will help educators in making children more productive in the classroom.
This knowledge can also be applied to an administrator's role in leading,
managing, and administrating a school staff as well. Understanding the way
people function, accepting difference, and establishing an environment free of
threat are essential actions to be taken in order to effectively lead a small
community such as an elementary school. These qualities can be acquired by
better understanding the human brain. The human brain uses sensory/perceptual
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processes to take in objects and events in the environment (Sylwester, 1995).
Therefore, educators need to create an environment that makes students feel
comfortable and stimulate learning.
Administrators can motivate staff and their community to create an
environment conducive to learning by using leadership and management as
defined by Kowalski and Reitzug (Kowalski & Reitzug, 1993). Leadership is
defined as, ''a process that results in the determination of organizational objectives
and strategies, entails building consensus for meeting those objectives, and
involves influencing others to work toward those objectives" (Kowalski &
Reitzug, 1993, p. 5). Encouraging a staff to create an environment in the school
that is aesthetically pleasant and brain compatible would model leadership.
Management is defined as, "the process of implementing strategies and
controlling resources in an effort to achieve organizational objectives" (Kowalski
& Reitzug, 1993, p. 5). Therefore, an administrator should be knowledgeable of
different strategies and resources to use in order to provide support to staff
members and lead them in creating a brain compatible environment that benefits
the students.
Other brain research has been helpful to me in understanding studies of the
''new brain" that children of today possess due to societal changes (Sousa, 1999).
Sousa mentioned five environmental factors affecting the growing brain. He
suggests society has acclimated to novelty and the five environmental factors

6

affecting the "new brain" are emotion-laden messages, multi-media
bombardment, rapidly changing input, variation in family patterns, and changing
diets, nutrition, and drugs (Sousa, 1999). It is important for administrators to
explore and understand why children are behaving certain ways as well as
teachers. This knowledge would also be useful as an administrator to share with
teachers in order to promote learning more about the human brain in order to limit
classroom management problems and better understand their students.
Policymakers have questioned the academic ability of teachers in recent years,
and the promotion of lifelong learning in areas such as brain-based learning by
administrators would help comfort policymakers who need to weigh the relative
merits of academic ability and teacher supply (Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development, 19993). The brain research being done today will
greatly affect future classroom management techniques that are practiced, and an
administrator needs to keep updated on that research in order to motivate teachers
to follow the research and manage their classrooms effectively. Wong and Wong
( 1998) supported this idea when they quoted, "The teacher who constantly learns
and grows becomes a professional educator" (p.270). Educational practices at all
levels are evolving due to brain research and implementation of more brain
compatible teaching and learning techniques. The current research on brain
development and brain compatibility has stimulated other theories that are
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profoundly influencing teaching and learning practices and curriculum
development.
Multiple Intelligences
One theory that has evolved from extensive brain research and become a
key component of my philosophy of education deals with the teaching of the
multiple intelligences. Intelligence refers to the human ability to solve problems
or to make something that is valued in one or more cultures (Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1997). Howard Gardner's theory of
multiple intelligences supports the fact that different individuals possess various
levels of strength in specific areas of intelligence. This theory consists of the
following eight intelligences: visual/spatial, bodily/kinesthetic, verbal/linguistic,
logical/mathematical,

interpersonal,

intrapersonal,

musical,

and

naturalist

(Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1997). This theory
needs to be recognized in order to encourage educators to use a variety of ways of
delivering lessons to help each child understand important concepts. Carol Ann
Tomlinson stated, "Developing academically responsive classrooms is important
for a country built on the twin values of equity and excellence" (Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development, 19991, p. 14).
The theory of multiple intelligences has been studied continuously since
Howard Gardner documented it in 1985.

Teachers and administrators should

consider the strengths and weaknesses of individual students and try to build all
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areas of intelligence through a variety of experiences. Kathy Checkley quoted,
"School matters, but only insofar as it yields something that can be used once
students

leave

school"

(Association

for

Supervision

and

Curriculum

Development, 1997, p. 10). This statement strongly supports my philosophy that
academic and social concepts need to be intertwined in lessons to strengthen all
the intelligences of each individual in order to help them find an effective role in
society. Careful planning needs to take place in order to adapt curriculum and
make implementation of such practices occur.
The Multiple Intelligence Theory has recently impacted the way new
concepts are introduced to students and stimulated new ideas in curriculum
development. Brain research indicates high importance of the learner using both
explicit and implicit memory while learning to maximize the retention of their
learning experience (Jensen, 1998). Teaching and learning practices catering to
various intelligences enable such learning experiences to occur. In order to
effectively practice teaching and learning techniques that provide various types of
learning experiences that continuously build understanding, curricular areas need
to be integrated. Traditionally, subject areas have been isolated. However, data
collection and research has shown the positive impact integrated thematic
instruction has had on student understanding and achievement.
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Integrated Thematic Instruction
Integrated thematic instruction connects with brain-based learning and the
multiple intelligences. Brain research has shown that thematic units help students
understand new concepts by building off prior knowledge, and activities delivered
in a variety of ways will eventually make connections via axons that develop in
the white matter of the cerebral cortex (Sylwester, 1995). Thematic units allow
students to build off prior knowledge and use past experiences to achieve their
"personal best"(Pedersen, 1997, p.3). I have observed and personally experienced
the effectiveness of teaching in integrated thematic units throughout my teaching
experience and various administrative practicum experiences. Our grade level
team at Garfield cooperatively planned a yearlong theme with five different
components in the past. Our 1999-2000 yearlong theme was "Celebrating
Diversity". This theme also allows the integration of multiculturalism into
virtually all lessons in some way. Joan Montgomery Halford stated, "The
intellectual purpose of multiculturalism is a more accurate understanding of who
we are as Americans" (Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development,
1999 2, p. 11 ).
The results of integrated thematic units have been extremely positive.
Standardized test scores have improved in my classroom on the Iowa Tests of
Basic Skills and the Gates-McGinitie Reading Assessment. More importantly,
students have shown tremendous growth with inquiry assignments related to

10

theme components throughout the school years in the past. These inquiries allow
the students to show understanding of different concepts presented to them
throughout the theme ranging through all levels of Bloom's Taxonomy. The
inquiries allow the students freedom of choice in assessment, so ownership in the
decision making process leads to their best effort being put towards the final
product. The inquiry assignments also teach students to be accountable for
independent time in the classroom, which is an important skill to learn. Suzanne
Tacheny stated, "Ultimately, accountability is a value; it must be cultivated
intentionally throughout an organization." (Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development, 1999 1, p.6) Holding students accountable for
independent assignments also builds trust. Stiggins ( 1994) stated, "Of course, one
key to success in tapping into true student feelings is trust" (p. 125). Trust in the
students to give their personal best is critical in order for them to use their
creativity and use higher order thinking skills to better understand things
educators teach them. That trust promotes independent thinking by the students
which leads to them becoming independent problem solvers in society. This
relates closely to the philosophy shared at the workshop title "Celebrating Our
Tapestry of Talents" with Barbara Pedersen. This mentality also provides the
opportunity for leadership to flourish throughout a school in various facets of the
organization. All members of the learning community become interested and take
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ownership in creating the most positive learning environment for children in their
community.
School and Community
The entire community should have stakes in what type of person their
school produces. Speck (1999) quoted, "building a learning community is the
most important and demanding responsibility of the principalship" ( p. 5). Speck
( 1999) also defined a school learning community as, "one in which students learn
to use their minds well, and the adults and students model that practice every day
throughout the school" ( p. 5). Establishing a community-wide philosophy and
continually developing the community's philosophy takes a great deal of
commitment and leadership by the building principal, other staff and community
members. Community members must dedicate immeasurable hours of
commitment in order to establish a true learning community.
Clear and constant communication must exist between students, staff and
community members to maintain a clear vision for a learning community with
academic and social goals and an action plan to achieve those goals.
Communication can be most effective and efficient when common terminology is
used throughout an entire community. The lifelong guidelines and life skill terms
used by Garfield's community provided a strong foundation for communicating,
problem solving, and continually developing a vision.
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Payne ( 1998) labeled three levels of communication that take place in
learning communities as "the child voice, the parent voice, and the adult voice"
(p.110). In a learning community, the goal should be to have communication
occur in the adult voice. This means that involved parties are using positive, nonjudgmental communication that is factual and free of negative non-verbal
communication (Payne, 1998, p.110). When a common language is used and
communicated in a productive manner, several positive qualities will become
evident and grow throughout the community.
Noticeable traits are evident when clear communication exists in a
learning community. The entire community has a vision of where they want to go
and consistently models collaborative effort towards their vision. A model of the
elements of the collaborative process exists, which includes the following
components leading to a learning community vision: developing collegiality,
treating teachers as professionals, shared leadership/decision making, involving
parents and community, dialogue and reflecting, and planning and evaluating
(Speck, 1999). When a community models those traits consistently, mutual
respect and trust among all community members grows stronger.
Once trust is established throughout a community, several fantastic things
begin to occur. People are more likely to feel free to express their ideas,
participate in activities, continually evaluate outcomes and develop and
implement new plans. Learning community members feel free to take risks,
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reflect on positive and negative outcomes and share findings in a trustworthy
setting. When this level of trust is achieved in a community, higher levels of
academic and social achievement will soon follow.
In order for a learning community to reach high levels of proficiency, all
members must take part in working towards the vision they have created.
Leadership in this effort starts at the top with the principal. However, the best
leaders can create communities full of leadership.
Leadership
Many people in several different resources define leadership in various
ways. Daft (2002) defines leadership as, "an influence relationship among leaders
and followers who intend real changes and outcomes that reflect their shared
purposes" (p. 5). This definition focuses on the concept of an organization having
a shared vision with specific goals and plans of implementation in place to lead
the community towards their vision. When leadership prevails in a community,
the goal should then become to allow the leadership to flourish throughout the
entire community.
Building leadership capacity can be a timely process, but the rewards
reaped from taking time in doing so make the investment worthwhile. Lambert
( 1998) referred to leadership capacity as, "broad-based, skillful involvement in
the work of leadership" (p. 3) . Once leadership capacity exists in a community,
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systemic thinking occurs and an organization works collaboratively toward a
common v1s10n.
Leadership capacity in a school requires skillful teachers who are willing
to accept leadership roles and assist and empower others to join in working
towards a shared vision of the school. Also, it is equally important that staff
members show commitment to following through with plans and continuously
reflecting and revising the plans they have taken part in creating. As a building
leader, it would be important that support systems are in place and an open
environment exists, so staff members would feel comfortable sharing successes,
failures, and innovative ideas.
Lambert's ( 1998) leadership capacity matrix separates different levels of
leadership capacity based on two general characteristics, "skillfulness and
participation" (p. 13 ). Levels of skillfulness and participation are rated high or
low to create quadrants in the model that list characteristics of four major levels of
leadership capacity. Leadership capacity is at a high level when broad-based,
skillful participation of community members working collaboratively towards
high achievement occurs along with inquiry-based use of information for
decision- making and continuous reflection and innovation (Lambert, 1998).
Achieving such a level of leadership capacity is a difficult and time-consuming
task for an administrator to initiate, but the overall impact on the organization will
be irreplaceable and continuous.
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When leadership capacity reaches the high level, several things usually
considered concern areas are more quickly and effortlessly remedied. New
employees adapt and participate more easily and become key role players
promptly in the organization. Retiring and leaving staff members do not leave as
incredibly large voids in the system as they may have if leadership capacity did
not exist. Morale of community members remains high. High achievement
continues to be an expectation. The entire community takes pride in the
organizations success. Schools with high levels of leadership capacity practice a
systems thinking process in order to celebrate the past, embrace the present, and
anticipate the future.
Systems Thinking
As an educational leader, one must encourage their learning community to
maintain systemic thinking in order for the community to continually develop and
make improvement. Contemporary school leaders view schools as systems that
are interactive designs. Schools have recently been labeled as an interactive
design comprised of systems in the following three ways: system as machine,
system as organism and social system (Leddick, 2002). In order to keep an entire
community thriving to be the best possible, it is essential that educational leaders
model and instill this type of mentality in all community members.
Leddick (2002) described the first part of school systems as a machine ( p.
12). In this analogy, people serve as mechanical parts to a gigantic machine,
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which focuses on one product. People are compared to pieces that are expected to
do as they are told without variation. Leddick (2002) explained, "Education in
this system emphasizes learning to do" (p. 12). In reality, schools still reflect this
worldview in many ways. School administrators must manage and maintain their
machine while filling all other roles in their system.
"Contemporary leaders also view schools as systems that are organisms"
(Leddick, 2002, p. 13 ). From this point of view, evolution of school
organizations includes adapting to environment, strategic planning and
anticipation of the future. Leddick (2002) emphasized "education as learning to
learn and the world of the knowledge worker" (p. 13). This analogy leads one to
understand the importance of humanistic and instructional leadership within the
system.
The third type of system schools are labeled as in the interactive design is
social systems (Leddick, 2002). This perspective of schools is different from the
other two. This point of view alludes to schools having minds of their own as well
as a collective mind and sense of purpose. Leddick (2002) described schools as
social systems by stating, "Education emphasizes learning to be" (p. 14 ). This
approach is relatively new and causes reflection of the role of an educational
leader in a learning community as a communicator and mediator.
The elements of a school defined as an interactive design include context,
stakeholder expectations, purpose or mission, functions, structure and process
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(Gharajedaghi, 1999, p. 2). School leaders must consider and include these
elements in the collaborative construction of a vision for their learning
community. Contemporary school leadership has adopted new values that
contribute to the evolution of the role of educational leaders in administrative
positions.
Conclusions
As an administrator in any learning community, it is extremely important
to search all avenues for ways to continue and promote school improvement. One
must use various means to promote their philosophy and influence the staff to use
teamwork and continuously give valuable input in order to reach goals and
expectations and allow all members of the organization to assume ownership of
achievement. Also, you must provide leadership towards goals the members of
the organization have collaboratively set and build leadership capacity throughout
the organization in order to continuously set new goals and reflect on failures and
achievements.
Barbara Pedersen affected my philosophy profoundly in exposing me to
brain-based learning, which led to me adopting "The Lifelong Guidelines" and
"Life Skills" as important parts of my philosophy of education (Pedersen, 1997).
Since my initial workshop, I have experienced several other valuable personal and
professional opportunities that have contributed to the continuous development of
my philosophy of education. My experience in The Contemporary School
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Leadership Program sponsored by Grant Wood Area Education Agency has also
made a profound impact on my views of educational leadership. Various
speakers and professional interactions have led to further development of my
philosophy of education from an educational leader point of view. The lifelong
guidelines and life skills from my initial professional development experience,
however, will be applicable to students and staff once I become an administrator
and assume a more influential educational leader role. I plan on using a similar
common language to provide structure in a community of students, staff, parents,
volunteers, and business partners who work collaboratively towards achieving
goals that are set for students. My adoption and reflection of these philosophies
have contributed considerably to my personal philosophy of education. In
education, we are preparing young people to practice life skills effectively in
order to make a community a safe, pleasant place for everybody to live. As an
administrator, I hope to serve as an educational leader who influences others to
become lifelong learners and work cooperatively to achieve individual and group
goals that are set in order to affect positive growth throughout an entire learning
community.
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